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ARe TheRe ANy TRUe ADULT-ONSeT OFFeNDeRS?
Tara Renae McGee* and David P. Farrington
In the extant literature, adult-onset offending has usually been identified using official sources. It 
is possible, however, that many of the individuals identified would have had unofficial histories of 
prior offending. To investigate this issue, the men from the Cambridge Study in Delinquent 
Development (CSDD) were examined. The CSDD is a prospective longitudinal study of men from 
inner-city London, followed from age 8 to age 48. Onset of offending was identified using official 
records and then the self-reported offending of the adult-onset offender group (with a first conviction 
at age 21 or later) was compared to others. All the adult-onset offenders self-reported some previous 
offending in childhood and adolescence but most of this offending was not sufficiently frequent or 
serious to lead to a conviction in practice. About one-third of adult-onset offenders were considered 
to be self-reported delinquents who were realistically in danger of being convicted because of the 
frequency of their offending. For some, the adjudication by the criminal justice system was simply 
the first time that their ongoing pattern of offending had been detected. Their lack of detection was 
because the types of offences they were committing had lower detection rates.
Keywords: adult-onset offending, longitudinal study, criminal careers, self-reported 
delinquency
Introduction
Adult-onset offenders are those people who begin offending as adults rather than as 
juveniles. They are a relatively under-explored group of offenders within criminal career 
research. The lack of investigation of this offender group is a particular concern, since 
recent examinations of longitudinal official data of offender samples showed that those 
who offend for the first time as adults constitute approximately half of the adult offenders 
in a cohort (Carrington et al. 2005; eggleston and Laub 2002). Despite this, the ongoing 
focus within criminology on child and adolescent-onset offending is justified because of 
high levels of continuity into adult offending. however, it is becoming increasing clear 
that more research that explores the criminal careers of adult-onset offenders is required 
(eggleston and Laub 2002; Zara and Farrington 2007).
explanations of adult-onset offending can be divided into two main groupings: those 
that propose that adult-onset offending can be explained by changes in an individual’s 
circumstances in adulthood that lead to offending; and those that argue that adult-
onset offending does not exist and is simply an artefact of official recording. examples 
of those theories that focus on adult life circumstances to explain adult offending are 
Laub and Sampson’s (2003) age-graded informal social control theory and Thornberry 
and Krohn’s (2005) interactional theory.
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Informal social control theory (Laub and Sampson 2003) focuses on social bonds, 
human agency and routine activities. The theory explains offending in the context of 
contemporaneous events in an individual’s life. Therefore, the cause of adult-onset 
offending is weak social bonds in adulthood (unemployed, unmarried/divorced, lack of 
social memberships). According to this perspective, childhood and adolescent 
experiences are less important. Therefore, this theory not only allows for individuals to 
commit their first offences as adults, but there is the theoretical expectation that adult-
onset offenders will emerge in the context of low social bonds, an individual’s decision 
to offend and routine activities that include offending. however, we would argue that 
embedded within this argument is the assumption that, for individuals not to offend 
during childhood and adolescence, they must have had strong social bonds that became 
weaker during adulthood. This raises the question of why social bonds change with 
age.
The argument put forward in Interactional Theory (Thornberry and Krohn 2005) is 
that adult-onset offenders are late bloomers in terms of their offending. They are 
believed to have been ‘cocooned’ in childhood and adolescence by strong ties to family 
and school (cf. Laub and Sampson 2003). Their offending emerges in adulthood 
because they are no longer protected in this way. Without this support, they cannot deal 
with the adult world because of their reduced human capital (e.g. lower intelligence, 
unstable employment, unmarried) (Thornberry and Krohn 2005). This position is 
supported by analyses of the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent health, which 
showed that close parental relationships during adolescence predicted adult-onset 
offending (Mata and van Dulmen 2007). Another interesting element of the theory is 
the argument that those individuals with an onset in early adulthood (18–25) will show 
more continuity in offending subsequently than those with an onset during adolescence 
(12–17) because adult-onset individuals have more cognitive deficits (Thornberry and 
Krohn 2005).
Moffitt’s (2006) dual taxonomy of life-course-persistent versus adolescence-limited 
offending has the key assumption that all offending begins in childhood or adolescence. 
Two different explanations of adult-onset offending are embedded within this theory, 
but it should be noted that these explanations would only apply to adult-onset offending 
that was identified using official records, with the assumption that there was prior offending 
that for some reason did not come to the attention of the criminal justice system. The 
first explanation is that adult-onset offending could be the result of low-level chronic 
offending. The low-level chronic group (previously labelled the ‘recovery’ group; Moffitt 
et al. 1996) includes individuals who are intermittent offenders from childhood through 
to adulthood (Moffitt 2006). Using official measures of offending, these individuals 
would be identified as adult-onset offenders if they were first detected by the criminal 
justice system as adults. The other individuals who, within this theory, would account for 
those identified in analyses of official statistics as adult-onset offenders are those 
individuals who initially are identified as adolescence-limited self-reported offenders, but 
who get caught in a snare (e.g. drug addiction) that prevents them from returning to the 
previous pro-social behaviours they learned as children (Moffitt 1993). Their ongoing 
offending would then lead to detection by the criminal justice system in adulthood. 
Within this perspective, a key question is why the childhood or adolescent offending was 
not detected or, alternatively, why official adult-onset offenders (who were offending 
previously) were not detected until adulthood.
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Empirical evidence
Predictors
Many of the predictors of adult-onset offending are similar to those of persistent offending 
from adolescence (eggleston and Laub 2002; elander et al. 2000; Gomez-Smith and Piquero 
2005). however, there are some unique factors that differentiate adult-onset offenders from 
other offender groups. In the Racine birth cohort (described in more detail below), 
eggleston and Laub (2002) tested a range of variables, and the only one that distinguished 
between persistent offending and adult-onset offending was higher rates of employment 
since high school for the adult-onset offenders (eggleston and Laub 2002). In Britain, the 
examination of clients of a London psychiatric service (n = 225) showed that there were 
significantly higher levels of hospitalization for adult mental illness among those offenders 
who had their first conviction after age 22 (n = 13) when compared to non-offenders and 
those who offended only prior to age 22 (elander et al. 2000). In addition, for all but one of 
these adult-onset offenders, there were self-reports of juvenile delinquency (elander et al. 
2000). In another study, the personality tests of a California offender group show that those 
who were first arrested after their eighteenth birthday had a more normative orientation 
and values and better cognitive and intellectual functioning than those who were first 
arrested at an earlier age (Donnellan et al. 2002). Previous examinations of the data used in 
the current study have shown that nervousness and having few friends at ages eight to ten 
and not having sexual intercourse by age 18 distinguished the official adult-onset offenders 
from those whose offending was detected prior to age 21 (Zara and Farrington 2009). 
Collectively, this evidence demonstrates that there are observable differences between those 
who are first detected by the criminal justice system as adults and those who first came into 
contact with the criminal justice system earlier in life. Overall, the evidence suggests that 
those who have an adult onset of offending fare better than those with an earlier onset, 
given that they are more likely to be employed and have normative cognitive development. 
however, they also tend to be more nervous than early-onset offenders and, in a clinical 
sample, adult-onset offenders were more likely to be hospitalized for their mental illness.
Prevalence
examinations of official records of offending show that the proportion of offenders who 
have an adult onset (age 18+) of offending is not trivial, although the prevalence varies 
from study to study. For example, the criminal careers of a 1979/80 Canadian birth cohort 
of males and females were examined by collating their filed court charges from ages 12 
to 22 (59,000 offenders) (Carrington et al. 2005). In this sample, 43 per cent of offenders 
had their first court charges filed after they were aged 18 (Carrington et al. 2005). Given 
the relatively short length of this follow-up, it might be expected that the proportion of 
adult offenders who are adult-onset offenders would increase in a follow-up to older ages. 
however, in a longer follow-up study, the Racine (Wisconsin) cohorts, which contained 
732 males and females who were born in 1942 and 1949, a similar proportion of adult-
onset offenders were identified. In this study, juvenile records and police contacts after 
age 18 for non-status and non-traffic offences were collated up to ages 32 and 25, 
respectively (eggleston and Laub 2002). Adult-onset offenders constituted 11 per cent of 
the sample and 46 per cent of all adult offenders (eggleston and Laub 2002).
A similar proportion was found in the arrest histories of a California sample of 2,489 
offenders (Donnellan et al. 2002). These young offenders were aged 19 on average when 
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they were committed to a treatment centre in 1964–65. Their arrest records were 
collated 20 years later and it was found that 48 per cent were first arrested after their 
eighteenth birthday (Donnellan et al. 2002). Further support for the high prevalence of 
adult-onset offenders is found in a birth cohort of all 15,117 people born in Stockholm 
in 1953 followed until age 30. The examination of the criminal convictions of this cohort 
showed that adult-onset offenders constituted 78 per cent of all female offenders and 55 
per cent of all male offenders (Kratzer and hodgins 1999).
In contrast, examinations of the Philadelphia portion of the National Collaborative 
Perinatal Project showed much lower prevalence rates of adult-onset offending (Gomez-
Smith and Piquero 2005). In this study, the official criminal histories were explored for 
a sub-sample of 987 participants, who were born in 1959 and 1962, including juvenile 
records and adult records up to the ages of 39 and 36, respectively. Within this sub-
sample, 8 per cent of individuals had an adult onset of offending (i.e. convictions as 
adults but no convictions prior to age 18) and adult-onset offenders constituted 26 per 
cent of all offenders. Furthermore, predictive models showed that females were less 
likely than males to be adult-onset offenders (Gomez-Smith and Piquero 2005). Across 
the studies of all offenders, it can be seen that the proportion of male offenders that are 
designated as adult-onset offenders using official sources varies from 26 to 55 per cent. 
This depends, of course, on the age criterion for adulthood and on the follow-up age.
Trajectory-based approaches
A range of evidence regarding adult onset is also available from the studies that have 
taken a trajectory modelling (Nagin 1999) approach to studying criminal careers. In the 
Rochester youth Development Study, a late bloomer trajectory was identified using a 
measure of self-reported delinquency (Bushway et al. 2003; Thornberry 2005). These 
individuals were indistinguishable from the low-level offenders until age 18, when their 
offending levels rose, until their early twenties, when they offended more frequently 
than all other offender groups (Bushway et al. 2003; Thornberry 2005).
The evidence would suggest that, even for those who have an adult peak in offending 
(Bushway et al. 2003; Thornberry 2005), there is still low-level offending prior to this. 
Furthermore, when considering the evidence of transitions from normative offending in 
adolescence to offending in adulthood, it is important to consider evidence that suggests 
that the trajectories of those who started offending in adolescence but were first detected 
by the criminal justice system as adults do not have a true adult onset, but rather demonstrate 
displacement in adulthood; that is, the types of offences being committed change in 
adulthood (Massoglia 2006). If these adult offences are more likely to be detected, this may 
contribute to the large proportion of adult-onset offenders observed in official data.
The operationalization of adult onset
The bulk of the extant research conceptualizes and operationalizes adult-onset offending 
as commencing at age 18. Given that many young people are still living at home at age 
18, a more appropriate cut-point may be age 21. By this age, individuals are more likely 
to have left their childhood home, completed education, be part of the workforce and 
have adult relationships. All of these factors are important in defining and studying 
adulthood and in considering the key arguments of the theories explaining adult-onset 
offending. The bulk of adult-onset research has taken place in North America, where 
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individuals are dealt with by the adult criminal justice system from age 18 onwards in 
most states. In contrast, in england, where the data for the current study were collected, 
there are three legal categories for police and courts, which lead to differential treatment 
within the criminal justice system. Those who are aged 10–17 are juveniles within the 
criminal justice system and those aged 18–20 are categorized as young adults. Once 
individuals are aged 21 or older, they are considered to be adults and are treated more 
severely, with harsher punishments such as longer prison sentences.
Collectively, research in this area demonstrates that we are only just beginning to 
understand how adult-onset offenders can be distinguished from those with an earlier 
onset of offending. The majority of this knowledge is based on analysis of samples where 
the onset of offending is identified using official records. Previous authors writing on the 
topic of adult onset have called for a comparison of self-reported and official records of 
offending (eggleston and Laub 2002; Gomez-Smith and Piquero 2005). Therefore, 
instead of adding to the emerging body of research on predictors and precursors of adult-
onset offending, the current paper examines self-report and official records by taking a 
step backwards and asking a fundamental question: do adult-onset offenders really exist?
Current Focus
What needs to be considered is the extent to which the age of onset of offending and the 
age of the first detected offence are similar or different. For example, Loeber, Farrington 
and Petechuk (2003) concluded that the average age of onset for problem behaviour in 
the United States is seven years of age and the average age of first conviction is 14 years of 
age. Given this evidence, we were curious to examine whether those individuals who are 
identified as adult-onset offenders using official data actually offended for the first time 
as adults or whether they had previously offended but were undetected by the criminal 
justice system. It seemed plausible that the high proportion of adult-onset offenders 
observed in previous studies could be an artefact of the limitations of relying on official 
records. The task in this paper, then, is to address the following research questions:
What proportion of a cohort are identified as adult-onset offenders using official •	
sources of data?
What types of offences are committed by adult-onset offenders? how does this differ •	
from earlier-onset offenders?
Do levels of childhood and adolescent self-reported delinquency differ among adult-•	
onset offenders, youthful offenders and non-offenders?
To what extent is adult-onset offending an artefact of official records? have adult-•	
onset offenders been offending previously without coming to the detection of police 
or other officials?
If so, why were the adult-onset individuals not detected by the criminal justice system •	
in childhood and adolescence? Were they not offending, offending less or offending 
differently?
Data and Method
The data for this research are drawn from the Cambridge Study in Delinquent 
Development (CSDD). The study has been described in detail elsewhere (Farrington 
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et al. 2006) but is also described briefly here. The CSDD is a prospective longitudinal 
survey of the development of offending and anti-social behaviour in 411 males. The 
boys were recruited to the study in 1961–62 and, at that time, they all lived in a working-
class inner-city area of South London. Participants were selected from the registers of 
six state primary schools within a one-mile radius of a research office, using a selection 
criterion of being aged eight to nine at the time of recruitment; as a result, most of the 
boys were born in 1953. Most of the boys (357, or 87 per cent) were white and of British 
origin and their family breadwinner in 1961–62 (usually the father) had a manual 
occupation (94 per cent). The major results obtained in the project between ages 8 and 
40 can be found in four books (West 1969; 1982; West and Farrington 1973; 1977) and 
in summary papers by Farrington and West (1990), Farrington (1995; 2003), and 
Farrington, Coid and West (2009). A list of 145 publications from the Cambridge Study 
is included in the 2006 home Office Report (Farrington et al. 2006). These publications 
should be consulted for more details about the study.
The main focus of the CSDD was to study continuity or discontinuity in offending 
behaviour and the effects of life events on delinquent development. The study males 
were interviewed and tested in their schools when they were aged about 8, 10, and 14, 
by male or female psychologists. They were interviewed in a research office at about 16, 
18 and 21, and in their homes at about age 25, 32 and 48 by young social science 
graduates. At all ages except 21 and 25, the aim was to interview the whole sample, and 
it was always possible to trace and interview a high proportion: 389 out of 410 still alive 
at age 18 (95 per cent), 378 out of 403 still alive at age 32 (94 per cent) and 365 out of 
394 still alive at age 48 (93 per cent).
Variables used in the current study
Measurement of offending recorded by the criminal justice system
The process of searching criminal records is described in detail elsewhere (Farrington 
et al. 2006). Searches over time of paper and microfiche files from Scotland yard and 
Police National Computer records gathered the convictions for standard list offences1 
of the men, between ages 10 and 50. The present study focuses on adult-onset offenders—
those individuals whose first record of an offence was at age 21 or later. Using the cut-
point of 21 years of age, there are 38 men who had an adult onset of offending in the 
CSDD using official records. Nineteen of those had an early adult onset (age 21–30) 
and 19 had a late adult onset (age 31–50).
It was decided to use age 21 as a cut-point because this age stood out as a point at which 
marked differences could be observed when examining the cohort’s offending across the 
years. The number of new offenders declined dramatically after age 20. Those who were 
detected by the criminal justice system at age 21 or later had shorter criminal careers, 
committed fewer offences on average and were less likely to recidivate (see Table 1).
These findings broadly reflect the three different categories of offenders within the 
english criminal justice system that were noted earlier in this paper: juvenile offenders 
1 Since 1963, the home Office has kept a record of the name of the offender and the sentence received for what are referred 
to as standard list (more serious) offences. The offences are linked by name and criminal record number. The records include all 
indictable offences (triable by Crown Court only), triable either-way offences (triable by either magistrates’ or Crown Court) and 
some summary offences (only triable in a magistrates’ court).
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Table 1    Career length, offences committed and recidivism versus onset age
Onset age Average career length (years) Average number of offences 
committed
Percentage of offenders who 
recidivate
10–16 12.96 7.21 87.2
17–20 6.42 2.63 65.1
21–30 3.77 2.00 36.8
31+ 2.78 1.95 42.1
Note: based on official conviction data.
defined as age 10–16 at the time of this study; young adult offenders defined as age 
17–20; and adult offenders defined as 21 or older. Adult offenders are treated 
differently by the courts when compared to juvenile and young adult offenders.
Measurement of self-reported delinquency
Self-reported delinquency prior to adulthood was measured using retrospective 
reports during the interviews when the males were aged 14 and 18. The questions 
covered ages 10–14 and 15–18. The males were presented with a set of cards with 
offences listed on them and were required to sort them according to whether or not 
they had committed each offence. For crimes that they had committed, further 
questions were asked regarding the timing and frequency of the offending. The full 
wording of the questions is available elsewhere (Farrington 1989). The offences that 
were recorded using self-reports were: burglary; theft of a motor vehicle; theft from a 
motor vehicle; shoplifting; theft from a machine; assault; drug use; and vandalism. 
The offences of ‘theft from work’ and ‘fraud’ were excluded, as they were not age-
appropriate for those under the age of 18.
Analytical strategy
The primary aim of this research is to explore the extent to which adult-onset (age 21+) 
offending is an artefact of measurement by examining those who were first detected by 
the criminal justice system as adults to see whether they self-reported delinquency under 
age 21. To do this, the analysis proceeded through a number of stages. To understand 
the nature of adult-onset offending defined using official records, it was necessary to 
examine the types of offences committed by adult-onset offenders compared to other 
types of offenders. This is important because it could be that adult-onset offenders are 
committing offences that are less likely to be detected. The next stage was to explore the 
levels of self-reported delinquency of these official adult-onset offenders in a variety of 
ways, including: the proportions of those who self-reported prior delinquency; 
comparisons of mean rates of delinquency; and examination of the likelihood of 
detection. The final stage of the analysis was to explore the types of juvenile offences 
that official adult-onset offenders self-reported and examine the likelihood of detection 
of these types of offences. Further details of the analytical techniques used to do this 
and the results are described below.
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Table 2    Age of onset of offenders using official data
youthful onset early adult onset Late adult onset
Age Number of first  
offenders
Age Number of first  
offenders
Age Number of first 
offenders
10 6 21 2 31 4
11 6 22 3 32 2
12 8 23 2 33 3
13 15 24 2 34 2
14 19 25 3 35 2
15 17 26 4 36 0
16 15 27 0 37 1
17 17 28 2 38 0
18 8 29 0 39 1
19 9 30 1 40 1
20 9 Total 19 41 0
Total 129 42 0
43 0
44 1
45 1
46 0
47 1
48 0
49 0
50 0
Total 19
Results
Identification of adult-onset offenders using official sources of data
In the CSDD, 38 individuals had their first record of offending at age 21 or later. In the 
total sample at risk (n = 404), 167 individuals had a record of committing an offence by 
the age of 50. Therefore, in this sample, adult-onset offenders constitute a much smaller 
proportion of all offenders (23 per cent) than found in other samples (Carrington et al. 
2005; eggleston and Laub 2002). This can be explained in part by other studies using 
the cut-off age of 18 for defining adult onset. Table 2 shows the distribution of early 
adult-onset offending (age 21–30) and late adult-onset offending (age 31–50). As the 
men age, there is less likelihood of being detected by the criminal justice system for a 
first offence and first-time offenders decrease dramatically after age 20 and are very 
sparse from age 36 onwards.
Conviction offences of adult-onset offenders
The most common types of offences committed by the adult-onset offenders were: sex 
offences, theft from work, vandalism and fraud (see Table 3). Notably, 20 of the 32 
offences committed by late adult-onset offenders (age 31+) fell into these four offence 
categories. On the other hand, for those who were first detected by the criminal justice 
system in childhood or adolescence, the most common types of offences were: burglary; 
theft of a motor vehicle; and other theft. It could be that the types of offences committed 
by the adult-onset offenders are less likely to come to the attention of the criminal 
justice system when compared to other offences.
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Table 3    Types of offences committed by adult-onset offenders, compared with youthful-onset offenders, using 
official data
Offence early  
adult-onset 
offences
Late  
adult-onset 
offences
Total number  
of adult-onset 
offences
Total number  
of offences  
(inc. youthful)
Adult-onset offences 
as a percentage of 
all offences in this 
category
Sex 1 5 6 13 46.2
Theft from work 3 3 6 22 27.3
Vandalism 2 6 8 34 23.5
Fraud 5 6 11 57 19.3
Offensive weapon 1 2 3 26 11.5
Assaults 4 3 7 62 11.3
Suspected person 3 0 3 30 10.0
Threats 3 0 3 34 8.9
Shoplifting 4 1 5 62 8.1
Motoring offence 1 2 3 38 7.9
Other theft 5 1 6 78 7.7
Drug 0 1 1 26 3.9
Receiving 0 1 1 35 2.9
Theft of a motor vehicle 3 0 3 108 2.8
Theft from motor vehicle 0 1 1 38 2.6
Burglary 3 0 3 129 2.3
Theft from machine 0 0 0 17 0.0
Robbery 0 0 0 18 0.0
To test this assertion, we compared self-reported delinquency and convictions of the 
men in the CSDD, during the five years from when they were aged 28–32 (see Table 4). 
For fraud offences, 197 of the men reported engaging in fraudulent activities but only 
one man (0.5 per cent of the self-reported offenders) was convicted. Theft from work 
was self-reported by 91 of the men but, again, only one man (1.1%) was convicted during 
the five years aged 28–32. Overall, this suggests that, at least for some of the offences 
that adult-onset offenders are convicted for, the likelihood of detection is very low.
Alternatively, it could be that these types of offences require certain conditions or 
environments that are only found in adulthood. Children and adolescents do not have 
access to the activities that are involved in fraud offences, such as fraudulent claiming of 
government benefits, cheque and credit card fraud, and fraudulent trade practices. 
Similarly, the offence of ‘theft from work’ requires that the individual is employed and 
in a position to steal from an employer. Furthermore, given that sexual offences are 
unlikely to be perpetrated until an individual reaches sexual maturity, they are unlikely 
to be observed during childhood and early adolescence. Therefore, it could be argued 
that many of the adult-onset offenders are committing ‘adult’ offences.
The differences observed in the types of offences most likely to be committed by 
adult-onset and other offenders can be explained in part by two things. First, some types 
of offences are more likely to be detected by police than others and, second, the age-
graded nature of some types of offences means that some types of offences are more 
prevalent within some age groups. Although there are some clear distinctions in the 
types of offences committed by those who come to the attention of the criminal justice 
system in childhood and adolescence compared to those who come to the attention of 
the criminal justice system in adulthood, it is important to examine whether the adult-
onset offenders truly began offending in adulthood. It is possible that the adult-onset 
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offenders were offending previously without detection and that the types of offences 
that the adult-onset offenders were committing contributed to this lack of detection.
Prevalence of childhood and adolescent self-reported delinquency
It is important to consider what constitutes self-reported delinquency. The prevalence 
of offending in self-report data is very high; for example, in the CSDD, 96 per cent of 
the men self-reported that they had committed an offence upto age 32 (Farrington 
1989). Furthermore, the likelihood of detection increases with the number of offences 
an individual commits (West and Farrington 1977). Therefore, a measure based on 
whether an individual has ‘ever’ offended is not useful. Virtually all of these males 
admitted at least one offence, but it would be unreasonable to classify all of them as 
‘delinquents’ because most of these offences were trivial and few of these offenders 
would have been convicted in practice. In order to differentiate delinquents and non-
delinquents, a cut-point in the data needs to be established. Two methods were applied 
to the examination of whether those individuals who were identified as having an adult-
onset of offending via official records should be considered to be delinquents in 
childhood and adolescence. First, self-report delinquency data were examined using a 
cut-point technique to see whether any of the individuals who were first detected by the 
criminal justice system as adults reported committing a high rate of offences previously. 
Second, the mean level of self-reported delinquency of the youthful-onset offenders was 
identified and the scores of the adult-onset offenders were compared to this.
Based on their self-reported levels of delinquency at ages 10–14, participants were 
divided into those who reported offending and those who did not. Given that virtually 
all of the boys in the CSDD reported some level of involvement in offending, a decision 
was made to identify cases in the top quarter as ‘self-reported delinquents’ (92 boys); 
these boys had engaged in at least 13 offences out of 38 acts. While some of the adult-
onset offenders were self-reported delinquents at age 10–14, the proportion of self-
reported delinquents among the adult-onset group (15.8 per cent) was comparable to 
that in the non-offender group (12.8 per cent).
At age 18, the boys were asked about their offending between ages 15 and 18. As with 
the earlier measure of offending, virtually all the boys reported committing some type 
of offence. The top quarter of the sample (97 boys) were coded as ‘self-reported 
delinquents’ and included those who scored 12 and above out of a possible 28. In late 
adolescence, some differences can be observed in the proportion of adult-onset 
offenders who were self-reported delinquents at age 15–18 when compared to the 
proportions at age 10–14. While the proportion of late adult-onset offenders with self-
reported delinquency in late adolescence (15.8 per cent) was close to the proportion in 
the non-offender group (11.6 per cent), the proportion of those who committed 
delinquent acts in the early adult-onset offender group (27.8 per cent) was closer to the 
proportion in the youthful-onset offender group (50.8 per cent). It must be acknowledged 
that the cell sizes here are very small and that changes in one or two cases either way 
could heavily influence the group percentages.
Combining the reports of self-reported delinquency from ages 10–14 and 15–18 
into one variable show that, overall, 30 per cent (11/37) of the adult-onset offenders 
had high self-reported offending prior to detection by the criminal justice system (see 
Table 5). There was little difference between the early adult-onset (n = 6) and late 
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Table 5    Self-reported delinquency of individuals at age 10–18 in each of the onset groupings based on  
official data
Categorization based on official data Self-reported delinquency Number Percentage
early adult-onset offender (21–30) yes 6 33.3
No 12 66.7
Total 18 100.0
Late adult-onset offender (31–50) yes 5 26.3
No 14 73.7
Total 19 100.0
youthful-onset offender (prior to 21) yes 83 67.5
No 40 32.5
Total 123 100.0
Non-offender yes 47 21.0
No 177 79.0
Total 224 100.0
adult-onset (n = 5) groups in terms of the proportion of individuals who self-reported 
delinquency across childhood and adolescence combined (age 10–18; see Table 5).
Another way of considering the question of whether the individuals who were first 
detected by the criminal justice system as adults committed offences in childhood and 
adolescence is to compare the mean scores for self-reported delinquency of the offenders 
who came into contact with the criminal justice system in childhood and adolescence 
with the offenders who were first detected as adults. When examining self-reported 
delinquency at age 10–14 (min. = 0, max. = 38), the mean score for those who were first 
detected by the criminal justice system in childhood/adolescence (= 12.9) was 
significantly higher than the group who were first detected as adults (= 9.3; t(163) = 3.1, 
p < 0.01). At ages 15–18 (min. = 7, max. = 28), the mean score for those who were first 
detected by the criminal justice system in childhood/adolescence (= 12.7) was also 
significantly higher than for those detected as adults (= 9.4; t(159) = 3.9, p < 0.01). 
These results show that the mean levels of self-reported delinquency from ages 10 to 18 
were significantly lower in adult-onset offenders when compared to the youthful-onset 
offenders.
Those individuals who engage in offending more frequently increase their likelihood 
of detection by the criminal justice system. Using the mean scores of the individuals who 
were first detected by the criminal justice system in childhood/adolescence as a 
benchmark, it is possible to gauge the likelihood of detection at a more general level. 
To see whether the adult-onset individuals’ previous delinquency should have led to 
detection by the criminal justice system, the distributions of scores for self-reported 
delinquency for each of the groups were examined. The mean of the youthful offenders’ 
self-report scores at age 14 was 12.9. Looking at the adult-onset offenders, there were 
seven cases with scores greater than the mean of the youthful-onset offenders. Repeating 
the process for the age 18 self-reported delinquency scores, the mean of the youthful-
onset offenders was 12.7. There were five adult-onset offenders with scores higher than 
this and two of these were also above the mean at age 14. Given the relatively high rates 
of self-reported delinquency of these ten individuals, it could be argued that they were 
not truly adult-onset offenders and that, given their frequency of offending, they should 
have been detected in childhood and/or adolescence.
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When looking in further detail at these ten adult-onset offenders, whose mean score 
for self-reported delinquency in childhood and adolescence exceeded the mean of 
those who were detected by the criminal justice system in childhood or adolescence, a 
wide variety of self-reported delinquency can be observed. All of these ten individuals 
reported committing acts of vandalism and all except one reported that he had assaulted 
someone. In one case, the participant reported that, between the ages of 10 and 14, he 
had engaged in acts of vandalism; shoplifted; stolen motor vehicles; stolen from a 
machine; and committed burglaries. Then, at age 18, he reported that in the last three 
years, he had assaulted someone; stolen from a car; stolen four cars; used drugs; and 
committed six acts of vandalism. however, when looking at his official record, he only 
had one conviction for fraud at age 35. There are other cases with similar diversity and 
continuity of offending. Furthermore, nine of these ten cases were the same individuals 
identified when using the previous method of taking the top 25 per cent of cases. 
Collectively, this evidence strengthens the argument that about one-third of adult-onset 
offenders were misleadingly identified as such by official records and could be classified 
as ‘self-reported delinquents’ before age 21.
Types of offences reported during childhood and adolescence
The diversity of offending during childhood and adolescence of those first detected by 
the criminal justice system as adults leads to the question of what types of offences these 
individuals self-reported. It is also important to question whether it is the type of offences 
that they were committing that led to them to remain undetected by the criminal justice 
system until adulthood. Tables 6 and 7 present the proportion of individuals who self-
reported each offence type at ages 10–14 and 15–18, respectively. Also included are the 
number of convicted offenders for each offence type and the proportion of convicted 
offenders in comparison to self-reported offenders. This calculation gives some 
indication of the likelihood that a particular offence will be detected by the criminal 
justice system. It should be noted that fraud, theft from work and sex offences—three of 
the most frequent offences that the adult-onset group were detected for after age 21—
were not included in the self-report measures at ages 10–18.
As can be seen in Tables 6 and 7, the profile of the types of offences being committed 
and the proportion of participation by the adult-onset offender group is quite similar to 
the non-offender group. At ages 10–14, the adult-onset offenders were most likely to be 
involved in assaults (74.3 per cent) and vandalism (70.1 per cent). Both of these types 
of offences had a very low rate of detection. The pattern is similar at ages 15–18; the 
adult-onset offenders were most likely to be committing assaults (62.0 per cent) and 
engaging in illegal drug use (31.4 per cent). Throughout ages 10–18, the youthful 
offenders were also engaged in the types of offences committed by the adult-onset 
offenders but they also engaged in offences with a much higher likelihood of detection, 
such as burglary and theft of a vehicle (see Tables 6 and 7). For example, at age 10–14, 
28.4 per cent of youthful offenders admitted burglary, compared with only 10.5 per cent 
of adult-onset offenders; at age 15–18, 29.8 per cent of youthful offenders admitted 
burglary, compared with only 5.4 per cent of adult-onset offenders. This evidence 
suggests that those individuals who were first detected by the criminal justice system as 
adults were committing some offences prior to detection but that their likelihood of 
detection was reduced by virtue of the types of offences they were engaging in.
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Discussion
The analyses for this paper began by replicating other research examining adult-onset 
offending by identifying the men in the study who were first detected by the criminal 
justice system as adults; that is, they were identified using official records. Of the men 
who had a recorded offence up to age 50, only 23 per cent had their first conviction at 
age 21 or later, whereas in previous research, the proportion was as high as 55 per cent. 
This is attributable in part to using a different age cut-point; most of the previous studies 
in this area used a cut-point of age 18. We have argued that because of the way in which 
offenders are processed within the United Kingdom and also because adult roles often 
do not commence until a number of years after age 18, a later cut-point to define adult 
offending is more appropriate. Also, the number of first offenders in this study decreased 
after age 21 and those with a first conviction at age 21 or later had qualitatively different 
criminal careers from youthful-onset offenders. however, even if the 18+ cut-point had 
been used in the CSDD data, only 38 per cent of the offenders in the sample would have 
had an adult onset of offending. While this was lower than in some of the other studies, 
it is still within the range of the previous findings.
Another possible explanation for the lower proportion of adult-onset offenders in the 
CSDD can be drawn from Thornberry’s (2005) theory, which argues that adult-onset 
offending is the result of cocooning in childhood and adolescence. Given that the CSDD 
contains people from a lower class background, it is possible that there may have been 
lower levels of the social controls required for a cocooning effect against offending in 
childhood and adolescence. Furthermore, the higher monitoring of working-class boys 
by the police would have also increased the likelihood that their offending behaviours 
were detected compared to wealthier boys engaging in the same behaviours. This could 
have led to an earlier onset of offending than may have occurred in more protected and 
less patrolled social environments and therefore a lower proportion of adult-onset 
offenders than might be observed in datasets that are more representative of the general 
population. This proposition would need systematic examination as part of future 
research in this area.
Given that we were able to identify adult-onset offenders, the next task was to consider 
how their offending differed from that of youthful-onset offenders. One of the main 
ways in which they differed was in the type of offences they committed, which most 
commonly included: sex offences; theft from work; vandalism; and fraud. With the 
exception of vandalism, these are all very much ‘adult’ offences. While sex offences are 
can be committed by persons of any age, they are less likely to be committed by children 
or young adolescents. Previous researchers describing the onset of sex offending have 
conceptualized two distinct types of sex offenders: those who first offend in adolescence 
and those who first offend as adults (Ward et al. 1995). Those with an adult onset were 
more likely to be plagued with guilt regarding their offence and therefore more likely 
to deny or minimize their offences. They were also less likely to be paedophilic sex 
offenders (Ward et al. 1995). This distinction needs to be taken into consideration and 
explored in more detail in future research examining sex offences committed by adult-
onset offenders.
Adult-onset offenders in the CSDD were also disproportionately responsible for 
theft from work and fraud offences. This is perhaps not surprising, given that these 
types of offences are ‘adult’ in nature; before persons can steal from an employer or 
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defraud a government agency, for example, they need to be employed or eligible for 
benefits. In examinations of the Racine cohort, it was found that the adult-onset 
offenders could be distinguished from those with an earlier onset by higher levels of 
employment, although eggleston and Laub (2002) argue that this is a finding that 
may have occurred by chance. Future research should examine this in more detail to 
determine whether adult-onset offenders are employed more than other offenders 
and how this might relate to the types of offences being committed. The offending 
histories of fraud offenders, both self-report and official, should also be examined to 
see whether these are uniquely adult offences or part of a broader constellation of 
offending behaviour.
Future research also needs to examine which types of offences characterize adult-onset 
offending compared to youthful-onset offending. Furthermore, future research needs 
to explore why adult-onset offenders commit different types of offences. Given that 
previous research has shown that adult-onset offenders tend to be different types of 
people compared with youthful-onset offenders (Donnellan et al. 2002; eggleston and 
Laub 2002; elander et al. 2000; Zara and Farrington 2009) and if we accept that they are 
committing different types of offences, it is likely that traditional crime prevention 
initiatives based on knowledge about youthful-onset offenders will be ineffective for 
adult-onset offenders.
The aim of this paper was to investigate whether adult-onset offenders really exist 
within the CSDD. All of the men who were identified as adult-onset offenders using 
official data had previously self-reported offending but so had most of the participants 
in the study (96 per cent; Farrington 1989). Therefore, it would not be useful to label 
every person as a delinquent. Given the ubiquity of offending behaviour and the lack of 
detection by the criminal justice system, we then analysed the data to see how many of 
the men should be viewed as self-reported delinquents in childhood and/or adolescence; 
11 of the adult-onset offenders had frequent self-reported offending (in the top quarter) 
prior to adulthood that realistically could or should have led to a conviction. While, 
overall, the youthful-onset offender group had a higher mean level of self-reported 
offending in childhood and adolescence, there were ten adult-onset individuals whose 
self-reported offending exceeded the mean of the youthful-onset offender group and 
realistically could also be regarded as self-reported delinquents. In total, 12 out of 37 
adult-onset offenders, or about one-third, could be considered as self-reported 
delinquents before age 21.
We argue that the reason adult-onset individuals are not detected until adulthood 
is due to the types of offences they are committing. Both the adult-onset and youthful-
onset offenders self-reported that they were involved in assaults, vandalism and drug 
use, which all had a fairly low detection rate. however, the youthful-onset offenders 
also engaged in offences such as motor vehicle theft and burglary, which had much 
higher detection rates. This explains the youthful-onset and adult-onset offenders’ 
differential timing in detection by the criminal justice system. Therefore, this study 
was able to identify both true and false adult-onset offenders. About 30 per cent of the 
adult-onset offenders were false (had high levels of previous offending) and 70 per 
cent were true adult-onset offenders. Future research needs to examine what 
differentiates the true and false adult-onset individuals in terms of both their life 
histories prior to detection by the criminal justice system and the types of offending 
trajectories that they follow.
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Theoretical implications
The current research was framed by three key developmental and life-course theories. 
Collectively, these theories have very different expectations in relation to adult-onset 
offending. Informal social control theory (Laub and Sampson 2003) focuses on events in 
adulthood, with little consideration for childhood experiences in the explanation of adult 
offending. Within this perspective, adult-onset offending is expected in the context of 
weak social bonds. Future research needs to examine the extent to which adult-onset 
offending can be explained by weakened social bonds in adulthood and, moreover, the 
mechanisms that lead to the weakening of what might have been strong social bonds in 
childhood and adolescence. This, to some degree, is also the focus of Thornberry and 
Krohn’s (2005) Interactional Theory, which posits that adult-onset offenders were previously 
controlled by family and school influences but offend in adulthood in the absence of these 
controls. The lack of ‘cocooning’ within a working-class sample may explain why lower 
proportions of adult-onset offenders were detected in the CSDD data. This concept needs 
to be explored in more detail in future research, as does the proposition that early adult-
onset individuals have more cognitive deficits than the adolescent-onset offenders and will 
therefore show more continuity in offending. The assumptions embedded within Moffitt’s 
typology suggest that all adult offenders have offended previously as children or adolescents. 
The CSDD data show that adult-onset offending is sometimes an artefact of official 
measurement, but some key differences between those detected first in childhood and 
adolescence and those first detected as adults emerged. These differences need to be 
reconciled in the extant theory. Future research needs to study the characteristics of true 
versus false adult-onset offenders, especially family influences and other social controls 
and also individual characteristics such as cognitive deficits.
Limitations
The CSDD is unique in its ability to examine adult-onset offending using official data, 
but then to allow more detailed exploration of offending using repeated self-reports of 
delinquency, collected prospectively, from childhood through to adulthood. Despite 
this, there are a number of factors that should be taken into consideration in relation to 
the findings presented here. First, the CSDD is a study of males only. Other research has 
found differences in the proportions of males and females who have an adult onset and 
the self-reported offending histories of the females who are first detected by the criminal 
justice system as adults also need to be explored. One of the main arguments in this 
paper centres on the inability of official data to detect the true onset of offending. 
Therefore, it should also be noted that, while self-reported offending is able to record a 
much broader range of behaviour than official sources, it does not necessarily capture 
all offending behaviour and the honesty, or lack thereof, of respondents needs to be 
kept in mind. While the limitations of self-report data also need to be recognized, they 
have been established to be valid sources of information and predictive of future contact 
with the criminal justice system (Jolliffe et al. 2003; Farrington 2001). Finally, it should 
be noted that the CSDD contains a very small sample of adult-onset offenders. In some 
of the analyses presented, small changes in cell sizes would have a large impact on the 
proportions reported. This research needs to be replicated with larger samples in which 
both self-reported and official offending data are collated.
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Conclusion
Moffitt (2006) argues that the large proportion of adult-onset offenders observed in 
other research (Carrington et al. 2005; eggleston and Laub 2002) is an artefact of 
measurement using official statistics. While almost everyone had self-reported at least 
some offending previously, these data show that approximately one-third of adult-
onset offenders who are identified using official data have been involved in high rates 
of previous offending according to self-reports. Using the criteria applied in this 
research, we argue that approximately two-thirds of those who were first detected by 
the criminal justice system as adults are true adult-onset offenders. Their lack of 
detection can be explained in part because the adult-onset offenders were committing 
offences in childhood and adolescence with much lower detection rates. In addition, 
adult-onset offenders were most commonly committing different types of offences as 
adults, such as fraud, theft from work and sex offences. Research comparing self-
reported offending and official records of adult-onset offenders is relatively new and 
further research needs to be undertaken to examine both the empirical and subsequent 
theoretical implications of adult-onset offending. Future research should examine 
larger samples containing both males and females. This research should test the 
findings presented here but also examine the key theoretical propositions for the 
explanation of adult-onset offending.
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